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BAUCUS
MTA Speech
Hi everybody. Max here. I wish I could be with you
all in beautiful Missoula, but I'm in Washington
working on a Medicare compromise for our state's
seniors.
I'd like to first thank MTA for inviting me to your
annual meeting. Your association always puts
together a top notch program. You've assembled an
impressive set of speakers and an equally ambitious
schedule. There are big issues in the industry and I
have no doubt you're all up to the job.
I'd also like to thank all the member companies for
doing a great job for Montana. Your vision and
progressive attitude to provide Montanans with world-
class Telcom service is commendable. Thank you for
all you do.
I'd also like to thank Geoff and Pam. You both do a
great job. Montana is lucky to have you two. You're
aces! And I'd like to extend my appreciation to
several MTA members that have retired this year.
Earl Owens at Blackfoot, Art Isley at 3-Rivers and Bob
Orr at Lincoln. No doubt, MTA is changing, but its
commitment to Montana remains the same.
Back in Washington, we continue to work on
Medicare legislation and the 13 spending bills for next
year.
This fall, I'll devote much of my attention to
reauthorizing the highway bill. I'm working hard to
bring home more highway dollars for Montana's
transportation needs. A strong highway bill means
good, high-paying jobs for Montana. I'm working hard
with Conrad and Denny to make sure Montana is
taken care of.
Let me now turn to your issues. Telcom is heating up
this year. There are a lot of issues on the table both
in Congress and at the FCC. The biggest is universal
service. As you all know USF is under severe
pressure. Sources of funding are declining and new
and larger demands are being placed on the fund.
The lines have been blurred between what constitutes
telecommunications service and what doesn't. The
result: A fund that is structurally unsound and bursting
at the seams. A fix is needed. But how do we do
that?
I have some ideas. First, we must think about
"expanding the base". I believe that all providers of
telecommunication services should contribute to the
fund. This will be a challenge, but believe me, hard
questions require even harder decisions. Increasing
the monies that flow into the fund will be a good step
forward, but we need to address the demand side of
the problem too.
Next we must take a serious look at who receives
funding. Should USF be used to support multiple
carriers in a high-cost area? Should competitive
carriers get the same amount of support as the
incumbent carrier? I don't believe the intent of the 96
Telecommunications Act was to have universal
service promote competition. But that is exactly what
is happening today.
There are two camps on how this issue should be
handled: those who feel the FCC should act; and
those, including myself, who think Congress should
act. I know Commissioner Martin is with you all
today and I'd like to thank him personally for his
efforts on USF. And I'd also like to thank our own
Commissioner Bob Rowe for his leadership on the
Joint Board. Both of you are doing tremendous work
trying to solve these complex issues. Now it's time for
Congress to act.
So what should we do? Well, I've been working with
my colleagues to try to develop a comprehensive
solution to USF. Working with Conrad we are
reassembling the Farm Team. For those of you that
don't know, the Farm Team was a group of a dozen
or so Senators from rural states that got together to
help craft the 1996 Telecommunications Act. At that
time we realized that the Act was being written to the
benefit of urban areas. So we formed this group to
make sure rural interests were protected. It's time to
assemble that group again.
This time to craft a universal service bill. It will be a
challenge, but I'm up to the challenge and I hope you
all will join me.
Again, thank you for allowing me to speak today. I
wish you all the best at this years meeting.
